Abstract. For over a century, various forms of crop cultivation, including family, community, and school gardens were a component of the foodways of many Alaska Native communities. This paper describes the history of these cropping practices in Athabascan communities of the Tanana and Yukon Flats regions of Alaska, and reveals a distinct agricultural tradition with roots that reach back as far as the late 1800s. Though American colonists, bureaucrats, and missionaries to the state saw agriculture as a mechanism for the economic development of the territory, gardening instead fulfilled a niche within local foodways that was perhaps best characterized by Karl E. Francis (1967) as "outpost agriculture," valued not for its role as an exclusive means of subsistence, but as one of many equally important components in a flexible and diversified subsistence strategy. Nevertheless, these cropping activities are not widely considered to be either customary or traditional to Alaska Native communities, nor have they been incorporated into the historical and ethnographic literature about Alaska and about high-latitude agriculture at large. Because the use of and access to land and natural resources as practiced by Alaska Natives is heavily regulated by a state and federal legal framework based upon definitions of what is and is not "customary and traditional," failure to recognize the long history of farming and gardening in rural Alaska has consequences for communities that are experimenting with new community gardens and other innovative responses to rapid ecological, climatic, and socioeconomic change.
crats and other speculators in the continental United States never materialized, in part because of Alaska's remote geography and ecological character.3 Instead, agricultural practices developed a uniquely Alaskan character. While the Department of Agriculture did pursue an agenda of industrialagricultural development in the state, largely through experiment stations, "outpost agriculture"-informal family and community gardens planted for the purposes of local economic diversity and food security-became a prevalent and successful strategy for coping with the natural variability and uncertainty of living in the remote territory.4 Produce from these outpost gardens filled in the gaps created by variation in the harvest of wild game and by the unpredictable food supply chain from the lower states.5
Many Alaska Native communities also experimented with gardening, complementing their wild food harvests with gardens of vegetables such as potatoes, rutabagas, and turnips. There is an extensive, and relatively well-known cropping tradition by the Haida and Tlingit peoples of the southeastern region of the state, but less known, however, are the early gardens of the Alaska Interior. As we describe in detail in the sections that follow, many of the communities in the Yukon Circle, a vast wetlands basin bounded roughly by the Yukon and Tanana rivers (figure 1), were experimenting with integrating some form of outpost-style gardening into their seasonal round of subsistence activities as early as the beginning of the twentieth century.6 In cooperation with agents of the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), the Alaska Native Service (ANS), and later the University of Alaska Cooperative Extension Service, these communities planted school, family, and community gardens and attempted to develop strategies for planting and garden management that could complement the timing of the spring trapping season, the summer fishing season, and the fall hunt.
However, BIA and ANS officials were in general frustrated by the lack of a progressive transition in these communities toward agriculture as a primary subsistence activity, and as such they considered their garden outreach programs to be a failure. Thus, this gardening history has been labeled "failed development" by many of its contemporaries and has either been ignored or described as little more than "culture change" by social scientists since.7 This paper provides a different perspective on this history.
Though these gardens never quite lived up to the narrative of economic development pursued by the BIA, there is extensive evidence that they were effectively used to fill an important niche in local foodways, contributing an additional measure of economic diversity and therefore resilience to these communities. True, neither these communities nor their gardens fit the archetype of agriculturalists, but records for the region indicate that communities had been consistently cultivating gardens off and on since Outpost Gardening in Interior Alaska 185 the turn of the century. When asked about life during the early to middle 1900s, many elders speak fondly about their gardens, recalling time spent with their elders tending to planting and harvesting activities. Indeed potatoes, turnips, and rutabagas, none of which are native to Alaska, are all considered "traditional" foods in the recipes and menus of the Athabascan potlatch ceremony and favorite home dishes.8 Understanding the historical importance of these gardens helps us to come to terms with the notion that flexibility and diversity are perhaps far more appropriate benchmarks of what is truly "customary and traditional" for these communities, which unfortunately remain locked in to old definitions and stereotypes of hunter-gatherers.
Alaska's Agricultural Beginnings
Alaska has a surprisingly rich and unique agricultural history. Like other indigenous peoples of the Pacific Northwest coast, Natives of southeastern Alaska are widely known to have a long tradition of cultivating potatoes and a variety of other vegetables in coastal gardens, mentioned as early as 1765 through oral and written histories of Tlingit and Haida peoples as well as documents from Russian, Spanish, and American ships.9 The first Russian settlers to Alaska were likely the first non-Natives to try their hand at cropping in the territory, beginning perhaps with the establishment of a colony at Kodiak in 1783.10 Explorer and writer Kiriil Khlebnikov, in his travel notes on Russian America, claims observing great success with potatoes in Alaska's Southeast around the turn of the nineteenth century.11 Most accounts, however, suggest that the early Russian attempts failed rather miserably, in part because the pioneer landowners lacked significant agricultural expertise, and because they had been unable to enlist the support of a sizable number of serfs, the only Russian people with a background in agriculture.12 Early Russian contact is often linked to the cropping practices of the Native peoples; the Haida, for instance, are known to have grown potatoes as an export crop for both the Russian American Company as well as the Hudson's Bay Company.13 Recent ethnographic and genetic research, however, suggests that the Native gardens have roots that predate even the earliest-recorded Russian interaction.14 Less known is that cropping had also been practiced for some time in Interior Alaska, possibly introduced by the Hudson's Bay Company at Fort Yukon in 1847, where the Athabascan people of the region grew potatoes, vegetables, and even some cereal grains for food and trade.15 Later correspondence between BIA agents and their administrative office in Juneau confirms this, with reports that Yukon Circle communities planted small gardens whenever visitors offered seeds to trade, albeit in a fashion that would not necessarily have been recognized by outsiders as organized gardening. One ANS schoolteacher reported with some surprise in 1937 that "the Indians already have a taste for potatoes and turnips." 16 The U.S. purchase of the territory of Alaska from Russia brought a short-lived wave of stateside agricultural speculation. By the 1890s nearly all of the major areas of fertile, drought-free lands in the continental United States had been claimed, and it seemed that the only remaining option was Alaska. It was not until the turn of the twentieth century, however, that boosters including Presbyterian minister turned state educational agent Sheldon Jackson and high-latitude farming specialist Charles Christian Georgeson were able to convince skeptics that Alaska possessed any significant agricultural potential.17 Together, the two spurred a pioneer agriculture movement to populate this new frontier with aspiring Euro-American farmers from the continental United States. The migration made a strong start, and by 1929 there were five hundred farms in Alaska according to the U.S. Census.18 But as transportation into and through the state improved with the building of rail lines, the cost of shipping came down, bringing with it the cost of lightweight packaged goods such as dry milk. Together with food-shipment innovations such as pasteurization, local farms and dairies were handily out-competed by these low-priced imported foods.19 Already plagued by the inherent difficulties of cropping in the north such as poor soils, unpredictable frosts, and a short growing season, many began to lose faith in Alaskan agriculture and abandoned the business in favor of fishing, mining, or military work.20 Most start-up farms went defunct in a matter of years; by 1948 only sixty-three of the original families who were part of the experimental agricultural colony in the Matanuska Valley remained, subsidized by the Alaska Rural Rehabilitation Corporation. There was soon a general understanding among bureaucrats that agriculture could only make up a small part of Alaska's long-term economic growth. 21 Nevertheless, agricultural development in the territory was generally considered necessary for "making Alaska American," so despite these hardships, agrarian idealism persisted.22 Attention was shifted, however, from pursuing new agricultural settlements to bringing agricultural practices to Alaska Native communities. The BIA had assumed broad governmental responsibility for the education and well-being of Alaska Natives.23 Bureaucrats and missionaries to the territory generally believed that Alaska Natives were apathetic toward their tenuous lack of social and economic security, and what some called the "obvious comforts" of the American lifestyle. 24 In response to famine in northwestern Alaska in the late 1800s, both perceived and real, Sheldon Jackson launched a venture to import reindeer herding to the imperiled Eskimo communities as a mechanism of economic aid and industrial education.25 His boosting gave rise to what would evolve into an all-Alaska agricultural office of the BIA-the Reindeer Service. 26 Its mission, to develop social and economic security for Alaska Natives through the outreach programs that aided communities in the conversion from a hunter-gatherer lifestyle to one based on a cash economy and subsistence agriculture. 27 In addition to the reindeer program, a series of village garden projects emerged under the Reindeer Service's jurisdiction. By the 1930s, garden programs managed by ANS schoolteachers were active in many Native communities, including some in the harshest, farthest-north settlements. Cropping configurations ranged from informal family gardens (often unfenced bits of land that went mostly unweeded, in some cases just randomly planted potato plants) to more structured community and 4-H school garden programs. In some communities, the ANS schoolteachers would use gardening to supplement their science curriculum, and whatever starts were grown in class were then planted in either a family or community patch. 28 In general, these village gardens were dominated by root crops, especially potato, but a wide variety of produce was grown as well, including beans, beets, cabbage, carrots, celery, chard, kale, lettuce, peas, radishes, rutabagas, and turnips.
ANS garden programs were formalized as a program of Native education by the BIA in 1941. Each year, ANS teachers were required to fill out "Native Food" and "Garden Activity" surveys.29 A circular letter sent from V. R. Farrell, director of education for the BIA, comments on the dual purpose for these garden programs, in terms of meeting both educational and food security needs:
It is important that we have a survey of the quantity of garden vegetables and other locally available foods produced and stored during the current season. Garden seeds supplied by the Government should be regarded as educational supplies in the same sense as home economics, and shop supplies, and it is desirable that some measure be made of the extent to which they are utilized. . . . Too much emphasis cannot be placed on the desirability of having native people collect and store maximum quantities of fish, berries, meat and other locally available food products. 30 Teachers recorded detailed information about the country food harvest and garden production for each of the villages in the circle; capturing quantities of wild foods, including caribou, moose, berries, fish, waterfowl, and small mammals, as well as the quantities of garden produce harvested. Schoolteachers also used these forms to record colorful personal commentary, including views about the community, environment, even politics. One teacher in the village of Minto remarked in 1944 that the village's food supply for winter that year was "inadequate because too many boys entered the war for [the] big wages. Increase supply by stopping the war."31 Often teachers would also cause alarm at the BIA, by incorrectly assessing food levels as dramatically insufficient, leading to a general perception at the BIA of chronic famine in the villages. Charles Hawkesworth, also of the BIA Juneau office, wrote to his teachers, "It is clear with us that gardens will gradually be increased in size and the people will have a [necessary] third food resource. Heretofore the native people have secured their food from the water and from land animals. Now they should get the value of garden crops, and thus have a varied diet."32
The reported levels of Native participation and total crop yields varied greatly from year to year. All of the circle villages would produce thousands of pounds of produce for a few years, and then seemingly abandon the practice the next (table 1). The village gardens of Venetie, for example, yielded a recorded twenty-four thousand pounds of potatoes (and another four thou-sand pounds of a variety of other produce) in 1961, and several Native gardeners won awards for their produce at the state fair in Palmer. Between 1961 and 1967, Venetie's gardens consistently produced at this level. However in 1970 the gardens were abandoned, reporting little more than two hundred pounds of potatoes. ANS administrators, apparently completely unaware of the past years' gardening success, explained the fall in production by saying "most people here prefer using their time in hunting and fishing."33 ANS teachers and BIA officials both were frustrated by this extreme year-to-year variation in garden participation, taking it to represent a failure, not necessarily of the program but of the communities themselves. They regularly commented on lack of participation being a matter of laziness, apathy, or lack of ambition.34 One teacher quipped, "The Native people think the garden should weed itself, apparently."35 Nearly all ANS teachers continued to assert that gardening prospects in the region were far better than had been realized thus far, and that Natives must continue to be "pressed" and "encouraged."36 Still, achievements like the twentyfive thousand pounds of potatoes grown in Venetie in 1961 were marginalized by the perception that no long-term developmental progress was being made among Native communities toward a more consistent life as agriculturalists.
Development, Overinnovation, and Outpost Agricutlure
We now know that the aboriginal diets and subsistence patterns of Athabascan and Eskimo communities were in fact far more diverse, in both content and nutrition, and historically far more reliable than they appeared to the educators, administrators, and bureaucrats, many of whom had short tenures and rarely saw the villages for which they made policy.37 Nevertheless, the general perception was that garden projects, as a matter of rural development, were expected to eventually represent a major component of the local economy and diet. They were pursued as the centerpiece to "a [complete] community development plan . . . to promote social, economic, health and technological innovation."38 That these goals of dramatic, broad economic development and social transformation were not met by the village gardening initiatives is hardly surprising given that such years of extremely successful garden production were marginalized or dismissed altogether, eclipsed by the perception that no long-term developmental progress was being made toward transforming rural Alaskan economies into the rural American agricultural model. The BIA approach was a prototypical case of "overinnovation," where top-down prescriptions for development are made, often by those with a colonialist mind-set, which are negligent to local social and cultural structures. 39 Overinnovation is part of a development narrative that incorporates "planners' values," e.g., progress, efficiency, and modernization, and operates under the assumption that it can and should happen along a very specific timeline.40 For Alaska, perceptions of food insecurity and need in rural communities were in some cases real, in others only perceived from the outside. Regardless, the BIA pursued a rigorous program of rural education and development that was rooted in and fueled by a long-held belief in agriculture as a mechanism of economic development and civil progress.41 This single-mindedness, coupled with ignorance of the complexities and nuances of local lifeways, made BIA agents unable to see the extent to which gardening actually had been integrated into the communities' subsistence strategies.
Indeed, the Alaska Native communities of the Yukon Circle saw great potential in crop cultivation, and experimented with new and different ways to incorporate the practice into their subsistence strategies and general food system. Though it could not, in either the short or the long term, follow the same developmental path that agriculture had in the lower forty-eight, it Outpost Gardening in Interior Alaska 191 could and did meet more "down-to-earth and specific objectives" as a flexible, supplementary, stabilizing activity that could be easily and informally integrated with the existing local economies (see figure 2) . 42 The variability of participation in gardening was not an indicator of failure but characteristic of a process of experimentation that happened outside the dominant narrative of economic development. Cropping was part of a larger picture, incorporated within a set of strategies that valued diversity over economic growth and followed not just a yearly set of activities but also multiyear and in some cases multidecadal ecological and climatic cycles. 43 Only within the past two decades have scholars and bureaucrats come to recognize the complex nature of Alaska Native subsistence strategies, in particular how they follow not just a yearly seasonal round of activities but are flexible and responsive to multiyear and in some cases multidecadal ecological and climatic cycles.44 Though the gardening programs did not initiate a radical transformation of lifestyle for these Native communities, gardens were indeed being integrated into the communities' subsistence strategies (figure 2) in a way that reflected local knowledge, awareness, and responsiveness to these ecosystem patterns. With this new information, such year-to-year variation of garden production can be better contextualized. For instance, many officials shared the opinion that gardens were not a viable strategy for Athabascans because the time needed to garden conflicted with traditional subsistence activities. 45 Were there in fact such a hard-and-fast conflict, however, it would be impossible to account for the years when both the subsistence foods harvest and garden production were high. More plausible is the explanation given by the community members themselves: that because of year-to-year differences in weather, as well as moose and other animal populations, subsistence activities conflicted with gardening in some years but not others.
One example of this was the muskrat hunt, or "ratting" season: "We are told that the reason gardens are not cultivated is because of the ratting season. The season usually is from March 1st to May 31st. After ratting season the Natives return to town and stay long enough to get supplies then go to fish camp. This coming spring is the peak of the ratting season; the following years will show a decrease. Families will then stay in town; some will then make gardens as in previous years." 46 Historically, the ratting season ranged from a three-week to three-month segment of the seasonal round of subsistence activities for many Interior Athabascan communities, immediately following winter trapping.47 Each family had its own "rat camp," and entire families were involved in the hunting and trapping of muskrat and other small mammals, which were used for their fur and as dog food.48 Yearly emphasis on the activity was not constant, however, but was dependent on observations and knowledge of muskrat populations. The population ecologies of furbearers like muskrats, mink, and snowshoe hares each follow a marked decadal cycle of expansion and contraction. 49 As reflected in fur records of the Hudson's Bay Company, that cycle was on a downswing for the Alaska-Yukon region during the late 1940s and early 1950s, confirmed also by frequent mention of dog starvation during the same period.50 Not surprisingly, the emphasis on ratting declined, and more spring activities were centered in the village; more people (especially women) were able to return, as the preceding quote implies, to gardening as a springtime component of their subsistence calendar.
Discussion: Customary and Traditional?
We've got to make a living, you know? But some people worry that if we stop looking or acting like hunters and fishers we'll lose what rights we have left on this land. Using a motorboat, you know, out on the flats doesn't make us less traditional, but digging for potatoes when we could be fishing, to some people, does. If we ask the department of game for more moose tags or longer hunting seasons, or to hunt out of season, because we need to eat, they'll tell us to eat our potatoes.
- Anonymous, 2006 When viewed without this rural development bias, this Native gardening can be better understood as an activity that many communities successfully incorporated into their round of traditional and customary practices. To understand why this distinction is important to Alaska Native communities today, brief mention is necessary of the context within which rural Alaskan community subsistence activities are regulated and managed by federal and state authorities. According to the current State of Alaska resource management regime, the subsistence harvest of "country foods"-such as salmon, whitefish, moose, caribou, beaver, ptarmigan, and waterfowl, and botanical resources such as berries, wild rhubarb, and rosehipsis regulated within a context of resource uses and harvesting practices that are "customary and traditional."51 Though this does provide a measure of protection with respect to hunting activities and access to land, it comes with some troubling ramifications.
Whether or not particular technologies as well as harvest and resourceuse patterns are identified by state and federal regulators is often determined by whether or not they were used or practiced before 1971-the year of the passage of the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA) when thirteen regional and local Native corporations were created with an economic and entitlement approach that differed significantly from the reservation and tribal model of the lower forty-eight states and parts of Canada.52 But Alaskan Natives did not in the past divide their daily activities along lines that are clearly defined as modern or traditional, "for subsistence" or otherwise; they simply did what was necessary to make a living for themselves and their families, working on landscapes in and around their local communities. Today, as the quote that introduced this section suggests, these etic definitions of Alaska Native culture have come to provide a source of power and legitimacy for these communities, but their static nature betrays the reality: that it is the strategy of flexibility, and spatial and temporal patterns of land use, that is most traditional to these peoples, far more so than the specific harvest technologies and even the particular harvested animals.53
Conclusion
There is no officially recorded correspondence that marks a definitive end to the ANS garden program. Many village gardens in the state, like those of Arctic Village and Venetie in the Yukon Circle, were discontinued because of multiple consecutive years of low production. In 1965, the Alaska State Department of Education established the Division of State-Operated Schools to help focus on unique rural needs, and over the next twenty years the ANS schools transitioned to state control.54 Thus school gardens, as the primary mechanism of BIA agricultural outreach, were discontinued one by one and agricultural outreach in Native communities became solely the purview of the Cooperative Extension Service at the University of Alaska. Still, it would be incorrect to say that experimentation with village gardening has ended. In fact, the practices have entered a period of revival; some public and private schools are developing new gardening curricula, and the Cooperative Extension Service reports that it supports over forty rural community initiatives to integrate community gardens within the economies and cultures of rural Alaska. 55 Today, the foodstuffs on the shelves of the local store are viewed as providing an important measure of food security, especially by elders who lived during what they sometimes call the "skin tent days" and experienced their fair share of periodic food scarcity and hunger.56 But as our understanding of the caveats of the nutritional and political economies of cheap food increases, outpost agriculture is finding a renewed niche in emerging indigenous movements away from this system and the vulnerabilities embedded within it.57 Many Native communities are trying to recover and redevelop local gardening expertise in an attempt to break the cheap-food addiction that has brought with it plagues such as type 2 diabetes and obesity.58 Villages like Minto, Fort Yukon, and others are renewing these village gardening initiatives to complement their other traditional subsistence activities, with clear implications for increasing the quality and quantity of food that is produced locally, for reducing vulnerability to external economic forces, and for contributing to better individual and community health.
Unfortunately, despite the history of gardening by Natives described here, agriculture is still considered by many to be a non-Native activity. The 1998 review of one hundred years of agriculture in Alaska published by the University of Alaska, Fairbanks, School of Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resource Management, for instance, makes no mention whatsoever of the long history of Alaska Native subsistence gardening described here. Cropping is mentioned in only one of over twenty subsistence reports for the region authored by the Alaska Department of Fish and Game,59 and is also omitted from the 2002 National Park Services historical review Alaska Subsistence.60 Though it is not necessarily the intent of this paper to embark on a debate regarding legal or anthropological definitions of what qualifies as customary and traditional for Athabascan communities of the Yukon Circle, the outpost gardening described here gives a clear pattern of behav-ior and land use that provides historical precedent for contemporary Native gardening practices. Alaska Native subsistence is a dynamic and innovative enterprise and is changing today to meet the needs of the present just as it did in the past, in spite of the way that regulatory regimes continue to constrain subsistence practice with a web of legal definitions and policies that are not especially sympathetic to innovation and change. 
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